■

Jascha Hoffman
Now in Arabic…
"Don't you come back into my office asking for more money until 2010. " Brazilian president Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva's playful admonishment to his science minister came after the president's announcement last week of a remarkable US$28-billion package for science and technology over the next three years. The spending promised is equivalent to 1.5% of the country's GDP -currently, science receives about 1% of GDP.
The investment is part of a federal plan to improve academic research and to counter the lack of technological innovation in the industrial sector, which is a special cause of concern. Most researchers in Brazil are still employed in the public sector, which has helped to energize the academic community, with the number of scientific publications increasing by around 9% a year since 2000. Now, 2% of the world's scientific publications are Brazilian -ranking it 15th in the world.
But despite this, the private sector is losing out because of an absence of qualified researchers. Brazil is responsible for just 0.1% of all the patents registered globally each year, according to a 2007 report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. To address this, the government's new science plan includes extensive grants and tax breaks for research projects conducted by private companies. Funding for postgraduate qualifications will also continue to increase to expand the still insufficient scientific workforce, particularly in key fields including biofuels, nuclear technology, climate change and Amazon-related studies. The new plan also includes measures to reduce bureaucracy and excessive legislation.
Although the scientific community supports the measures, many researchers remain sceptical. Some fear that the still-evident cogs of bureaucracy will block a lot of funding before it can be spent usefully. "There was a period where projects would be approved, funding would be allocated, and then the money never came -nobody would get anything, it was surreal, " says Luiz Eugênio Mello, head of the Brazilian Society of Experimental Biology. "That memory is still very fresh. But overall, the plan has good intentions and good ideas. "
A common complaint concerns the heavy taxation and regulatory control over imports of research equipment. "A European researcher who needs a product can get it the next day. Here we wait three to six months for it, " Mello says. "There's no way we can be competitive like that. " No surprise then that the most warmly applauded moment during Lula's speech last week came when he vowed to streamline the import of scientific instruments. On paper at least, the future of science in Brazil looks promising.
